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        Curvy and bootilicious Laken Araya has to serve as a judge in the equivalent of a shifter Supreme Court. No problem right? Until the one presenting the case is a one-night stand she never should have had.

      

        

      
        Polar bear shifter Malachi—Ky—Romanoff is in a hell of a position. He’s representing the petitioner in front of a woman who was butt-naked in a reverse cow-girl the last time he saw her. He couldn’t even find the memorable woman because they’d never exchanged names. And now he can’t talk to her outside the confines of the case.
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      Black panther shifter Laken Araya shoved the notice back in the envelope and turned to her sisters Cadence and Carina. “I have to. It’s the right thing to do.”

      Damn it.

      “You can’t do this, Laken. You need to tell them you can’t serve. We never get to see you. This vacation…” Cade’s olive complexion was shaded with an angry red hue, her black eyes glittering. “When will you come home? To stay?”

      True. Laken was hardly ever home. She spent most of her time overseas in one country or another, serving as a doctor. How could she not? She had a cause. She knew firsthand the devastating effects of land mines. She couldn’t bear the idea of not helping others.

      What I don’t want now is a lecture on my life choices.

      She studied the return address stamped on the envelope in bold black letters. SSC. New York, New York.

      Every shifter knew what SSC stood for—Shifter Supreme Court. Well, maybe not every shifter, but for certain the ones that were in the database of the SSC.

      Laken jammed the envelope in her purse. “We can reschedule the vacation, Carina. Cozumel isn’t going anywhere.”

      “Yeah, but you are. You’re leaving right after you do this thing with the SSC, right? Where to this time?” Carina turned away, looking out the window.

      Laken knew this was Carina’s attempt to keep her emotions hidden. She followed her sister and put her arm around her.

      This thing was Laken’s summons to serve as a judge on the SSC for a case.

      “Africa,” Laken whispered, answering Carina’s question about where she was going. She and her sisters had no one else in this whole world but each other. Laken felt like shit for leaving her sisters behind, but she had to go.

      Cade fisted her hands, raised them chest level and dropped them. At the same time she exclaimed, “I knew it!” Her hair had loosened from its ponytail and cascaded around her face, tendrils sticking to her skin. She was still in her yoga outfit, and a light sheen of perspiration shone on her face.

      Carina turned away from the window overlooking Central Park, her obsidian eyes sparking with anger. “You’re not going to get out of serving on the SSC? Not even try?”

      The Shifter Supreme Court was nothing like the judicial system in the human world. It was based on hearings, and was designed to resolve matters peacefully between shifters and shifter clans. After many years of battles between clans over territories, rights, and other matters, the shifter community had formed the SSC.

      Judges for the SSC were pulled from a bank of names of those who had offered themselves for the cause. Not all shifters opted for this route; several still elected to use violence to resolve disputes.

      Laken Araya had put her name in the bank for serving when she returned from her service in the Middle East. She’d seen enough violence against humans and shifters. She and her sisters had lost their parents to violence of shifters on shifters. And these days she saw way too much violence in war zones. No, there was no way in hell Laken wasn’t going to do her duty.

      “No. I’m serving. I’m not going to try to get out of it.”

      Cade stomped her foot. Carina turned back toward the window. Both her sisters were disappointed. Laken got that.

      She exhaled. Her younger sisters didn’t understand it. Maybe they never would.

      They hadn’t lost a leg.
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      Shifter Malachi Romanoff—Ky, to his family and close friends—knocked on Uncle Mikhail and Aunt Miriam’s front door.

      The monthly Sunday dinner. Each week, his brothers and aunt and uncle all gathered to share a meal. When their cousins were in town they joined in too, but all of Mikhail and Miriam’s offspring lived out of town. It was interesting that the ones who’d stayed in New York were Ky and his brothers.

      His polar bear shifter hearing picked up the sounds of merriment on the other side of the door and a smile crept to Ky’s face. His aunt and uncle were the closest thing he and his brothers had to parents since they’d lost their own.

      “Come in, Malachi. It’s unlocked.” Mikhail’s baritone came through the wood.

      Ky turned the handle and cracked the door a few inches.

      “Welcome, nephew.” Aunt Miriam, a voluptuous woman with red hair and a sweet temperament—except when she was irked—adored Ky, and it showed in her smile. She wrapped her arms around him. “I have your favorite,” she whispered.

      Ky almost laughed out loud. Shifters could hear far better than humans. She wasn’t hiding her statement from anyone. Anyway, he’d already smelled the blueberry muffins. Ky leaned in and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

      She giggled and pushed him away. “You should come around more often,” she chastised him. “I thought I’d see you more after you came back from the Middle East.” She pouted. “Your brother beat you here.”

      I know, I scented him.

      “When are you going to bring a young lady home for us to meet? Isn’t it time you had happiness of your own?” She rubbed his arm as if she was consoling herself.

      Ky motioned for her to precede him, resisting the urge to shake his head at her matchmaking wishes. His uncle and brother Isaac were waiting in the middle of the study, drinks in hand. Courvoisier, Mikhail’s favorite. Though alcohol didn’t affect shifters, he liked the flavor.

      Give me a cold ale anytime. Ky humored his uncle and took a snifter.

      After exchanging pleasantries, Ky turned to his brother Isaac. “Where’s Jonah?” Their other brother. “How’d you beat me here?”

      “He couldn’t make it. Check your phone. He left a text.” Isaac rubbed his eyes, the dark circles prevalent. “I haven’t been to bed yet.”

      As an NYPD detective he often wore a haggard look to their Sunday dinners, but today he looked particularly bad.

      “The cat burglar.” A scowl formed and planted itself on Isaac’s face.

      “I saw that on the news.” Aunt Miriam passed a tray of finger food appetizers around. “They said that they were calling in reinforcements.”

      “I’m the reinforcements,” Isaac said. “I’m officially on the case now. What about you?” He turned to Ky. “Anything going on with the SSC?”

      “Nah. I’m between cases.”

      Ky served as one of the representatives for the Shifter Supreme Court, which was very different from the human judicial system. Representatives in the SSC were there to facilitate mediation hearings and clarify questions the judges might have. There were no opening or closing arguments, no objections—just a hearing, where facts were determined as best as they could be.

      “Guess who’s coming to town? Gavin and Layla.” Aunt Miriam glowed with joy.

      An arctic fox like her mother, Layla was his aunt and uncle’s only daughter, and as close to Ky as if she were his own sister.

      “And Layla’s expecting!” Mikhail boomed.

      Aunt Miriam slapped him on the arm. “They wanted to share the news themselves.”

      “I can’t help myself.” Mikhail didn’t look like he regretted it one bit.

      Ky turned to Isaac. “So what’s the deal with the cat burglar? Why’s this case so hard to crack?”

      “Well…” Isaac hesitated.

      Ky shook his head at his idealistic brother. “Why do you do that? Why do you live and work in the non-shifter world?”

      “Because I can make a difference.”

      “A shifter assigned to a cat burglar case.” Ky laughed at the irony of that one.

      Isaac shot him a dirty look.

      Ky froze mid-laugh. “A polar bear is working on a cat burglary case. You don’t find that funny?”

      “No. And I don’t think it’s an average cat burglar.”

      “No shit?”

      Aunt Miriam gasped at his language. Contrite, Ky shot her a look of apology.

      “No sh—” Isaac clamped his lips shut just as Aunt Miriam opened her mouth. “Sorry.” He turned back to Ky. “How else do you think the burglar has been avoiding capture for almost two years? I was just given the case. It was Dan Roberts’. Told him I’d work on it while he’s on leave of absence with his wife’s health thing.”

      “Yeah? How’s she doing?” Ky had met Dan Roberts. Good man. Too bad his wife was having to go through hell.

      “They’re hoping this new type of chemo will do the trick. I think the brass was going to pull him from the case anyway. He’s better off taking care of his wife.”

      “Let’s hope she gets better.”

      “Truth?” Isaac’s voice was low, even for a shifter to hear.

      Ky and Isaac moved away to get another drink and for a bit of privacy.

      “I think it could be one of us.”

      “What the fuck? Seriously?” Ky couldn’t believe it. But if it was, they had the right man for the job. It would take a shifter to catch a shifter.

      Isaac tipped the bottle. “Wanna ride along? Or are you in the middle of something major?”

      “Sure. Nah, not in the middle of anything. Let me check in tomorrow to make sure David doesn’t have anything for me.” David Partlay, the SSC Secretary, also assigned the cases to the reps. “I’ll call you in the morning.”

      “Not too early.” Isaac yawned.
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      The SSC building was a dark, stark monolith structure about thirty minutes by cab from Ky’s home. The next morning, of course he took a cab. Who the hell wanted to drive the city streets of New York when they didn’t have to?

      Ky juggled his attaché case in one hand and a coffee in the other while he fumbled for the electronic key to the elevator. Six o’clock had come quickly this morning. He’d ripped through his workout, relishing the burn, his mind on the case.

      The light in David Partlay’s office was on.

      “Got a sec?” Ky peeked into the dark mahogany-paneled office.

      “Sure.” David rose from his chair behind the desk and motioned Ky in. He was a tall, lithe fox shifter, today dressed in a black suit with a blue tie.

      “It’s about today—” He was hoping to have a day off to hang with Isaac and find out the particulars of the case.

      David sat down again, moved a folder aside and opened a file. He glanced at the papers inside. “I’m glad you’re in a little early. Clark had to leave. I need someone to fill in on a case, and guess what… you’re the only one available.”

      So much for riding with Isaac. I’ll have to call him and set up another day. “No problem. Where’s the file?”

      “I’ll brief you. They’re convening early this morning.” David glanced at his watch. “In fifteen minutes, actually. The hearing’s almost concluded, I believe. Clark did his usual exemplary work. Probably won’t take more than half a day, and most of that will be spent on the judges’ private discussions.”

      “Sounds good.” Ky dropped into a chair across from David.

      “Fedor Kozlov—”

      “Hold on.” Ky frowned. How would he handle this? He took the bull by the horns, the only way he knew how to handle certain kinds of issues. “The name Kozlov—I have history with that name. I’m not saying it’s the same family, but I served with a Kozlov in the Middle East.”

      “I know. I already checked. He’s a distant cousin to the one you served with. And this case isn’t related to your friend Gavin at all.”

      “Gavin’s not just a friend. He’s my cousin Layla’s mate.”

      Gavin was a good friend and had served with Ky in Sigma Eps, the paranormal arm of the military. Now Gavin was family.

      “I’ve never doubted your ability to be impartial, Ky. Should I?”

      “No.”

      David smiled and glanced at his watch again. “I didn’t think so. Here’s the details. Kozlov’s son is missing. DNA testing proves he has a grandson named Dominic Lee with a human woman, Martina Faulkner Lee, who also goes by Marti Lee. The child is a polar bear shifter. Kozlov wants full custody.”

      Ky grimaced.

      David noted Ky’s expression. “Exactly. And Kozlov’s unyielding. He’s an all-or-nothing kind of guy. So he wants full custody of his grandson.”

      “Got it. Does he know he’s got a new rep?”

      “He knows. But hang on, there’s more. Kozlov’s making noise about Marti Lee’s mate having killed his son Vey Kozlov. He’s not bringing charges, though, as there’s no proof.”

      Great. So he’s going to be one pissed-off guy.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Ky assured David.

      “Do the best you can. Remember the SSC mission. We’d like to see matters resolved in-house to prevent any violence. Room 408. That’s where they're meeting…” Dave took another glance at his watch. “In five minutes.” He handed Ky a folder.

      “On it.”

      “Ky, it’s not a big deal. Everything’s done. It’s up to the judges to make a decision. You’re there to hold Fedor Kozlov’s hand and help out with the paperwork.”

      Ky nodded and stepped out. He’d make a quick run to his office and then head to the hearing room.
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      Ky strode into the hearing room, attaché case in hand, tie straight, pants dry-cleaned, jacket fitting a bit more snugly in the chest than he’d like. Sure, he’d been working out more than usual lately, but he hadn’t expected he’d put on that much muscle mass. He took a deep breath, worry gnawing at him when his ultrasensitive shifter hearing picked up the sound of threads threatening to give.

      Note to self: no deep breaths.

      The room was full, arranged with bench seats that resembled church pews at the back. Eight rows. In front of those were tables for the petitioners and the respondents. Petitioners on the right, respondents on the left.

      In front of these tables, against the back wall and four steps up, were the seats for the three Shifter Supreme Court judges. A long, podium-style table with a panel front ran the length of the judges’ seats.

      Ky arranged the files and papers so that he could access the information quickly, as needed. He ran through what he knew of Fedor Kozlov’s case.

      DNA testing had proven Vey Kozlov was the father of Dominic Lee, son of Marti Lee. Fedor Kozlov wanted custody of Martina Lee’s son, Dominic.

      Ky took a deep breath, the jacket tight across his back.

      Damn it.

      He couldn’t work with this thing on. It felt as if he was in a straightjacket. He took it off and draped it over the chair.

      The sound of wood rapping on wood—a tapping cane—caught his attention. Wheezing breaths accompanied the taps. Ky turned to look just as an older man plopped his large frame into the seat next to Ky’s.

      “You ready to kick some grizzly ass?”

      “Mr. Kozlov.”

      “What’s going on here? Where’s my rep?”

      “Clark had to go. I thought Secretary Partlay had told you.”

      David did say Kozlov knew. Ky wondered if the old man didn’t remember.

      The white-haired polar bear shifter had clearly not shaven or showered in at least a couple of days.

      Ky pushed his chair back to better face him. “I’m Malachi Romanoff.” He extended his hand.

      “You damned well better be good. My son’s dead and I’ve never even laid eyes on my grandson until this trial. I’m Fedor Kozlov. Call me Fedor.”

      Ky nodded. “The hearing is over. Secretary Partlay said that all that’s left is a summation and then the judges’ decision.”

      “My ass.” Kozlov coughed and hacked, phlegmatic sounds that made Ky wonder if the man needed a doctor. “That grizzly bastard Navarro killed my son. I know it.” He raised his voice, louder and louder. “He killed my son and that woman he’s shacked up with never even told us about my grandson. DNA proves he’s a Kozlov. My son went up to Bear Canyon Valley to get my grandson. He never came back.”

      “I’m sure the judges will do their best to make sure things are settled fairly.” Ky felt pity for Kozlov, and then he felt pity for his former representative Clark. Mr. Kozlov clearly wasn’t the easiest man to deal with. His case had already been presented; Ky couldn’t do anything to change that. It was in the hands of the judges. “Mr. Kozlov—”

      “Fedor. Just call me Fedor. Told you that already.”

      “Would you like a drink of water?” Ky had to divert the man from a rant in a room full of people. Why were there so many damned observers, anyway? He was accustomed to no more than a dozen observers at his cases.

      Kozlov hissed, “It’s cut and dried. I don’t have my son. I have no doubt that Navarro’s grizzly did something to him. And they have my son’s son. I’ll take him in exchange.”

      Oh, like it’s just a trade thing, huh?

      Something about that bothered Ky.

      At the respondents’ table, two grizzly shifters and a human woman took their seats. Ky recognized their rep Braden Furnish bringing up the rear.

      Ky knew Furnish’s reputation. He was a good man, a good rep, but they’d never been working against one another in a hearing. Ky nodded a greeting toward Furnish, who nodded back.

      David came in a side entrance, surveyed the room, took note of the parties who were in attendance, then spoke to someone on the other side of the door.

      Ky glanced at his watch. Almost time.

      David pressed a button. A bell chimed a sharp note, bringing the room from a dull roar to complete silence.

      “The judges of the Shifter Supreme Court,” David announced, and held the door open. “Benedict Morris.”

      The first judge strode in: an austere polar bear shifter, dressed as if he were taking a few moments away from the golf course in a casual golf shirt and tailored pants.

      “Dale Carver,” David announced.

      Carver entered behind Benedict Morris, looking the complete opposite. He tugged the hem of his suit jacket and brushed off the lapel as he looked back and smiled at whoever was standing on the other side of the door. Then his attention turned to the hearing room, and he wiped the smile from his face and took the same route as Benedict Morris to the raised table.

      Ky glanced down at the paperwork, seeking the third name. Laken Araya.

      “And Laken Araya,” David said.

      A woman appeared from behind the door, wearing a red pantsuit that didn’t hide her curves. Her coal-black hair offset a pair of equally dark eyes.

      Ky looked at her face and froze.

      No way.

      This couldn’t be.

      This was a complication.

      The woman he’d never forgotten—the one whose name he’d never remembered.

      Her name was Laken. And in the most vivid recollection he had of her, she was completely nude, sitting astride Ky in a reverse cowgirl.

      This was a hell of a complication.
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      Laken fidgeted with her bracelet as she crossed the room. She didn’t like being the center of attention. As soon as SSC Secretary David Partlay had announced her name and she’d walked into the hearing room, she’d felt the eyes of many on her.

      Hopefully they’d wrap this up today. Her vacation plans were screwed, but at least the hearing wouldn’t cut into her trip to Africa. She had a lot of work to do there, and a certain group of children who were missing limbs she couldn’t wait to hug.

      She glanced at the respondents’ table. The woman Marti Lee looked petrified. Understandably so; the petitioner Fedor Kozlov was threatening to take her son away.

      Laken glanced at the petitioners’ table. Kozlov, the old polar bear shifter, eyes glazed over with age, face not completely shaved, had a tight grasp on the handle of a wooden cane. A part of her pitied him, though he hadn’t presented himself to be a very likable individual.

      Then she turned her attention to his representative.

      She bit back a gasp and fought to gain control.

      No. There’s no way. I make one mistake… one night… one lapse in judgment…

      And here was that lapse in judgment staring her right in the face.

      He was as hot as he’d been that night several years ago. Broad shoulders, wide chest, ice-chip blue eyes, a strong jaw. His hair was a bit shorter but still a dirty blond color. A tic in his jaw muscle gave away that he was having a reaction to her presence. A bad reaction? Did he regret that night? As screwed up as it might sound, she didn’t regret that night at all. In fact, she wished there’d been more nights.

      Then again…

      One-night stands should stay buried. Especially ones that had been committed the night before you left for a country you weren’t even sure you’d return from alive.

      He was the replacement representative the SSC Secretary had told them about yesterday evening.

      She remembered the name that David Partlay had given them, though it had meant nothing yesterday.

      Malachi Romanoff.

      This was the name of the man she’d spent one of the most memorable nights of her life with.

      She saw the recognition in his eyes. She saw much, much more there, too. She turned her eyes away from the blue-eyed gaze that was locked on her. Straightening her back, she made her way slowly toward the judges’ table.

      I don’t need this kind of complication.
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      Ky watched Laken Araya cross the room toward the judges’ table. Her back was straight, her shoulders were squared, and her gait was stiff. It almost looked like she was walking with a limp. He didn’t remember her walking like that before.

      Who am I kidding? We spent most of our time horizontal.

      His mind flew to all the different positions they’d used that night.

      No, not necessarily horizontal…

      He studied her face, the way her hair fell and covered her cheek, her almost black eyes. They’d gleamed when she was in the throes of passion. Her full lips had curved into a cupid’s bow that night. Now they were set in a grim and forbidding line.

      He’d seen a flash of recognition in her eyes just before she’d dropped her lids and shielded her expression. What was behind that look? Was it a good recognition, or was that a flash of regret for what they’d shared that night?

      Oh, shit.

      He probably shouldn’t know any of the judges for the SSC. A conflict of interest was normally against the rules, but did it matter at this stage? The important stuff was over. The case was in the hands of the judges. And it wasn’t like he could sway their determination.

      Maybe I should mention it to David, just to be sure.

      He bit back an exhale of exasperation. What was he supposed to say?

      We had a one-night stand years ago?

      That brought something to mind. She’d probably been told that there would be a replacement rep. Clearly his name hadn’t rung any bells for her.

      That notion didn’t make him happy. It meant he wasn’t very memorable. He’d like to have been. He would’ve liked to have kept up with her. Then again, he’d forgotten her name.

      She’d told him her name, right?

      Fuck.

      It was one night. One crazy, wonderful, passion-filled night. She was going overseas soon, if he remembered correctly. He was going to the Middle East, shipping out the next day.

      And now? What was she up to now? That night seemed like a lifetime ago, and yet it was burned into his memory. The taste of her, the scent of her. He’d never been able to let it go He’d never met anyone like her before that night. Or after.

      She’d captured his attention the moment he saw her. Dark hair and eyes offset by latte-colored skin. Her laugh was contagious and quick to come out. She’d just walked past him; he’d been on his way back to his friends, but he couldn’t take his eyes off her. He’d turned and watched that curvy body make its way through the throng of partiers. Then the DJ made an announcement that midnight was moments away.

      Countdown toward the New Year.

      Cries of “Ten! Nine! Eight!” filled the place.

      Instinct kicked in when the DJ announced that everyone should get ready to ring in the New Year with a kiss. The DJ might as well have been talking to Ky, because as far as Ky could see, he was the only one not with someone, not getting ready to kiss someone. He and Laken, both, actually.

      He’d known that he had to kiss that beautiful black panther shifter. Her dark, intelligent eyes met his with a directness that made his heart beat faster, and his bear growled demandingly. The sway of her hips and the curve of her ass, coupled with a set of lips that were begging for a kiss…

      He hauled ass after her, grabbed her, and turned her around in a quick swivel.

      Her dark eyes had widened, and for a brief second he thought she was going to try to kick his ass, then a slow smile curved those full lips upward.

      He was in deep.

      Immediately.

      The second his bear recognized her panther, it was over for him. And for his bear.

      “Happy New Year!” the DJ cried out.

      Ky gripped her hair, twining his fingers in the long, dark locks, and pulled her head back until her neck was fully exposed. Her eyes narrowed to slits but stayed glued to his. He brushed his lips against the pulse that throbbed in her neck. His bear’s senses picked up the quickening of her pulse and his own pounded a primal beat, matching hers. The room and all the others partiers seemed to pull back, leaving them in the middle of a dark place where the only thing that existed was the two of them and the kiss he wanted.

      Desperation moved him. Gritting his teeth against his bear’s desire to claim her fiercely—and his own—he pulled her closer until her body melded with his, her curves fitting perfectly against his muscles. An agonized groan slipped from her lips at the moment his mouth captured the sound, swallowing it as his tongue slipped between her parted lips.

      Perfection…

      “Malachi Romanoff,” David said now, and Ky realized David had said it more than once.

      All eyes were on Ky.

      He glanced down to regain his composure, then said, “I’ll need a moment.”

      David frowned, then looked at the clock on the wall. “Fifteen-minute recess.”

      “What the hell, Romanoff?” Fedor Kozlov’s phlegmatic exclamation was more than loud enough to be heard by every shifter in the room.

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Ky slipped out of a side door.
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      Laken watched him go. Now what? Was he going to tell someone about their association? About that night? Could she persuade him to tell the secretary that they knew each other, but not from that night?

      She could just see the scuttlebutt: Dr. Laken Araya had been removed from SSC duty because of a one-night stand ages ago.

      I’m a grown woman. Why does it bother me?

      It just did.

      She rose from her seat behind the raised panel and made her way toward David Partlay’s corner. “I’ll be back in a few,” she said when she reached him.

      He looked up from a monitor and nodded. “Everything okay? Need anything?”

      Yeah, for that sex-on-a-stick representative named Malachi Romanoff to keep his mouth shut about our one-night stand.

      “No.” She forced a smile to her face. “Thank you, though.”

      She slipped out the same door Malachi had used, picking out the scent of him as easily as if it had been the night they’d been together. She’d never been able to let that scent go from her memory, as if it had been branded into her olfactory senses.

      She paused in front of the door where his scent stopped.

      Here goes nothing.

      Hand on the knob, she turned it. She’d have to beg him to keep the information to himself.

      Am I prepared to do that?

      Yes. She’d do whatever she had to in order to keep from embarrassing her family.

      She slipped inside as smoothly as she could, closing the door behind her. He was standing against the wall, his files lying unopened on the table in the center of the room.

      Laken fingered the lock on the knob and turned it until it clicked.

      He studied her movements, never saying a word, his face serious in repose. She thought of that night, how expressive his face had been, and found her body immediately responding, her pulse racing. She lowered her eyes so he wouldn’t see them dilate with lust.

      She needed to get hold of herself.

      Count backwards. Count backwards. That should do it.

      Five.

      Four.

      She breathed in deeply. His scent filled her lungs, reminding her of the smells from that night.

      This isn’t working.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      Not working at all.

      “Laken.” His voice was deep, the sound sinking into her the way his body had sunk into her that night. “Laken Araya.”

      She pushed the memories away, knowing they were fraying her ability to concentrate. “Malachi Romanoff.”

      “I couldn’t remember your name.” He crossed his arms over his chest, the fabric of his shirt straining against his muscles. “Did you tell me?”

      I must have.

      But she couldn’t remember telling him. And she should be sad, disappointed that he didn’t remember, but…

      “I didn’t remember yours either.” The words came from her lips as if they’d been pushed out, along with the oxygen that was so vital to her survival.

      “Now what?” His eyes narrowed. His pupils were dilating, then constricting. She sensed his battle with his pulse.

      She studied him, thinking the last time they’d been together, how she’d scored his chest with her nails as she climaxed while he rammed into her over and over again, his cock claiming her as boldly as his lips took her cries into his mouth.

      She shoved the memory away. “I know you have to tell Secretary Partlay you know me.”

      He nodded.

      “We can’t let what happened that night get out. Is there something else we can say?”

      She took a deep breath and leaned on the chair, her knuckles turning white as she gripped the chair’s back.
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      Ky watched her chew on her bottom lip, turning it into a darker rose color. He’d never stopped thinking of her. He wanted her. His bear wanted her. And he wanted more than a single night from her. Surely she got that. How could she not sense it? How could she not feel the same way?

      He had to ask. “Have you thought about me since that night?”

      He’d kissed her that night, then he’d grabbed her hand and pulled her into a room at his friend’s clubhouse, a room that he knew would be completely empty. She’d gone with him, as eager, as hungry as he was. He’d closed the door behind them and secured it with a chair.

      Catching her with a hand on each of her hips, he lowered his head, his lips swooping in for a kiss. He wasn’t waiting for more of an invitation. Her moan was invitation enough. Her arms snaked around his neck, her nails digging into hair that was buzzed short, ready to withstand the heat in the Middle East.

      Her breathing was a series of small pants, drowning out the music and merriment in the other room. His tongue claimed hers, rolling into her mouth without subtlety, fully intent on its mission. He was met with a pleasant surprise when he found out she wasn’t one to yield. She pulled him closer, making his mouth crush hers. Something he didn’t recognize tinged her actions, but it fueled his hunger.

      He trailed his tongue toward her earlobe, then down the delicate skin of her neck, finding the tender little hollow. His hand eased her top up, and she raised her hands over her head to allow the fabric passage.

      “What are we doing?” Her voice was a sex-husky whisper.

      “Whatever you want to do. Are we stopping?” He lapped the hollow, then raised his tongue up, up, up, to her chin, then down, lowering it until he’d reached the top of her bra.

      “Not a chance.” She tugged on his shirt.

      His shifter sight allowed him to see well in the darkness. He marveled at the creamy mounds that rose from the half-moon cups of her lacy red bra.

      When his shirt was off, she trailed a finger down his chest, toward his navel and the downy path of hair that led into his waistband. Desire seized his breath, holding it captive in his lungs as her fingers traced the fabric just above his hips.

      “Do you know what you’re doing to me, woman?”

      He unzipped her pants, then reached a hand in, his palm over her sex. “I can feel your heat.” He slipped a finger between her folds, holding back from entering the velvet passage. “You’re wet. So ready for me.”

      Her breath hitched. He teased her opening, flirting with the channel within, but not entering it, tracing her folds, flicking over her swollen clit.

      She sagged against him, her legs parting, yielding more of herself to him, allowing more of her delicious scent to rise and fill his nostrils.

      He pressed against her clit and allowed his finger to dip in once, only to the second knuckle.

      She shuddered a sigh and her eyes rolled back in her head.

      His cock hadn’t been dormant. Hell, no, not by a long shot. Now it twitched and throbbed, pushing against the fabric of his pants, straining for release. Yearning for her.

      He let a second finger join the first and plunged it in deep, a growl rising in his chest and in his bear. Yanking her pants and panties down in one smooth move, he crushed her to him, then pushed her up on a table and spread her legs. He pushed his fingers inside her again and again, faster and faster, kissing her and holding her as she reached a screaming orgasm that was drowned out by the DJ’s selection playing at full volume in the other room.

      She panted with desire as she reached for him. She pulled him close, releasing the button and zipper that held him prisoner and kept them apart. He gave a growl of anticipation as she wrapped cool fingers around his hot, thick erection. Her eyes held a wicked promise he wanted to hold her to. He anchored her to him and lifted her off the table. Taking her seat on the hard wood, he turned her around and settled her on the one place he needed her to be.

      With a swift move and a deft twist, he was buried balls deep in her hot slickness. He reached around, one hand cupping her breast, and pinched her nipple while his other hand found her swollen clit and began a slow, torturous grind. Her thighs clasped him tightly while she rocked on him, luscious ass teasing him, back, forth, up and down. It seemed that part of the time she was in beat with whatever the DJ was playing and other moments she was creating a tempo that spoke to his bear in a primeval language.

      She rolled her body on his, pitching forward then leaning backward, as if he were the wildest of rides. Her back arched, pressing her creamy breast deeper into his hand, begging for his fingers to knead the full flesh. The teasing friction as she rose and dropped onto his cock was sending him to a place where waves threatened to wash over him.

      When she reached down, taking his balls in gentle fingers, rolling, cradling, a groan was ripped out of him. With one hand still roughly making deliciously tormenting circles on her clit, his other hand roamed down her body, over her waist and hips to the small of her back.

      He dropped his fingers, making tiny circles near the rosebud in her dark crevice. He dropped them lower and lower until he’d captured her juices on his thumb, then pulled his hand back and teased that dark area while her pussy clenched around his cock, tighter and tighter. The closer he got to that rosebud, the tighter she held him in her sheath. When his thumb pressed into the little puckered hole just the tiniest bit, her grip on him became fierce, pulling at him, driving him nearer to the edge.

      She gasped, then pushed back.

      Ky pressed his thumb deeper into the darkness, sinking into the crease of her ass. Her rhythm picked up an even more frantic pace; she rocked on him, riding him hard, pushing him closer and closer to the fever.

      She whimpered, a sound only his shifter hearing would have picked up. Each thrust he made, each time she lifted and dropped her body onto his, slamming into him, was punctuated by a grunt and the wicked slapping of flesh on flesh. He moved his thumb in and out gently with their rhythm.

      She groaned, threw her head back and howled, her muscles clenching around him, tightening, milking, and drawing out his own climax. Grabbing her hips, he held her tightly against his body while his essence pulsed into her, filling her.

      Reluctantly, Ky brought himself back to the present. He hadn’t had a night like that since. Nor had he found another woman like her. Laken had imprinted herself on his bear and his soul.

      Jesus. He’d forgotten how hot that first time had been. They’d dressed, then danced the night away, then gone to his place for more. He’d never found out why she was going overseas, but he was glad about one thing.

      “I’m happy you made it back in one piece.”

      Her face fell. “Not exactly.” Her mouth clamped into a thin line.

      “What?”

      She shook her head and parted the seam in her lips just enough to let one word out. “Nothing.”

      “Well?” He cocked his head, waiting for her answer. “Did you think of me at all? After that night, I mean.”

      Her swallow wasn’t only audible, it was a lump he watched travel down the neck he’d kissed that night. Had she been thinking about the same things he’d been thinking? Did she remember that night as vividly as he did?

      “Yes,” she admitted. “Now, how are we going to solve this? I can’t have this getting out.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” He contemplated an idea. This is so fucked up. “Have dinner with me.”

      Her black eyes widened, and her lips parted with surprise. “What? That’ll only make things worse. You can’t be seen with one of the judges.”

      “Okay. After the case is over, then.”
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      Laken couldn’t breathe. What the hell was she supposed to say? Was he asking her to have dinner in exchange for his silence? Why would he?

      She didn’t have to go, when all was said and done.

      Her panther screeched a roar in her head, almost pushing her to cover her ears.

      Dinner with this man was the last thing she needed to do. He was too sexy. Too much. A man like this would pull her away from her goals to work with the innocent victims of war.

      She needed to run away as fast as she could. But running away was the one thing she didn’t want to do. She wanted to have dinner with him.

      She wanted a repeat of that night.

      Fat chance of that, with me, with him.

      She fought a grimace as she said, “I’ll do it. Dinner.”

      A smile curved his full lips, transforming his face from that of a no-nonsense soldier to that of a bedroom-eyed god.

      “Mr. Romanoff.” What was she supposed to call him? That seemed too formal for someone who’d seen her naked once, long ago, when she was another woman—a very different woman.

      I’ve seen so much. Been through so much.

      “Malachi,” she corrected herself.

      “Ky.” He smiled. “My friends and family call me Ky.”

      “I need to get back to the hearing. The judges have to deliberate.”
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      Somehow, Laken managed to keep her eyes off of Ky Romanoff, concentrating on everyone except for the sexy shifter when she reentered the room after he did.

      No sooner had she sat down than her phone buzzed. She chanced a quick glance.

      Cadence’s text read: If you can’t go to the beach, we’ll bring the beach to you.

      And there was a picture of Cadence and Carina on the beach in Cozumel, fruity frozen drinks in hand. The drinks were garnished with colorful umbrellas, and her sisters’ faces were garnished with half-drunk grins. She bit back the sigh of frustration she wanted to give in to.

      She tore her mind away from Cozumel and back to the present.

      David Partlay, looking uber-professional in his dark suit and dark-blue tie, rose and pressed a button that rang a bell. He cleared his throat, and the room silenced. “It’s time for the judges to deliberate on the case.”

      The three of them filed out of the room and into a private room that was soundproofed against supernatural shifter hearing.

      Once they’d dropped into their chairs, Benedict Morris called for them to take a few minutes to review their notes and reflect.

      Laken looked through her papers. She didn’t have much experience with SSC hearings; this was the first she’d ever attended.

      These people are putting their future in my hands.

      She’d listened objectively and had tried to weigh out the facts. Fedor Kozlov kept saying that Tanner Navarro had killed his son, but there was no proof of that, and Vey Kozlov’s death wasn’t part of the case, anyway. The hearing had been established for the purpose of determining custodial rights. There seemed to be no doubt that the little shifter called Dominic was Marti’s son as well as Kozlov’s grandson. That wasn’t in dispute.

      The dispute was that Fedor Kozlov wanted full custody of his grandson when Dominic had a mother who was more than competent and loving.

      Fedor Kozlov claimed his son had gone to Bear Canyon Valley. Credit card charges substantiated that claim, but the investigators Kozlov had sent there had been able to find no one who had witnessed Vey’s presence there.

      The SSC couldn’t charge Tanner Navarro with an unsubstantiated crime; they didn’t operate that way. So Fedor Kozlov’s assertions of murder had fallen flat.

      Laken had studied Tanner Navarro, and the way he watched Marti and Dominic. His bear glowed amber in the depths of his eyes, and though her panther found his bear honorable, there was something that pricked at Laken’s nerve endings. She believed that Tanner Navarro wouldn’t hesitate to kill to protect his mate and her son.

      And I don’t blame him.

      No, she didn’t blame him, and she envied Marti Lee for having found a good man. A man who would do that for her.

      A small sigh escaped from her lips and her shoulders slumped forward. She and the rest of the judges would have to vote on these people’s futures. As cantankerous as she found the old man to be, she still felt pity for him. He didn’t know where his son was, and he had no relationship with his grandson.

      Laken looked at Benedict Morris and Dale Carver. Benedict was older; perhaps he had experience in cases like this.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “I’m a father,” Benedict said. “And a grandfather. I can’t imagine not seeing my grandkids.”

      “There’s no reason to take that child away from his mother, but maybe we could arrange for visitation?” Dale asked.

      “Mr. Kozlov wasn’t willing to negotiate terms of that nature. He said it was all or nothing,” Benedict reminded him.

      Laken shook her head. “I can’t see myself agreeing to that.”

      “I can’t see myself agreeing to a grandfather never seeing his grandchild.” Benedict closed the file in front of him.

      That was how the day was spent. The three of them in one room, lunch delivered at the halfway point, until six o’clock rolled around.

      There was no majority decision.

      One for.

      One against.

      One undecided.

      David Partlay poked his head in. They gave him the bad news.

      “We’ll meet in the morning. Eight o’clock. I hope we have resolution by then. Please spend the evening thinking about the matter.” He left the room.

      “Let’s not drag this hearing out any more.” Dale frowned as he followed David out the door. “I don’t want to spend my holidays locked up with you two trying to sort this out.” He laughed, a sheepish grin on his face. “Nothing personal.”

      Yeah, as if this is how I want to spend my Cozumel vacation.

      Her mind went back to Ky. Had he talked to David Partlay? David hadn’t acted odd, but still…
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      Ky and the rest of the involved parties had been dismissed. The judges had no decision yet, so they’d all have to return in the morning.

      So much for simple.

      David threw an apologetic look his way.

      Not that it mattered much to Ky; this was what he got paid for. Except that it added to the time he’d have to wait to have dinner with Laken.

      He returned to his place and stripped, then pulled a t-shirt over his head.

      The doorbell rang.

      Just when he was relishing a night alone, a night without the push-and-pull of the hearing. He wanted to revisit his time with Laken. Something seemed so different about her now. He also felt bad about asking her to dinner like that—as if he were exhorting her to have dinner in exchange for his silence. He needed to talk to her. He couldn’t have her thinking he was like that.

      The doorbell chimed again.

      “Alright, alright.” Fuck. Enough already. I’m coming. He opened the door. “Isaac. Where’ve you been?”

      The dark circles were still under Isaac’s eyes. His face looked gaunt, cheekbones still prominent. “The case.”

      Ky knew; he could tell. The cat burglar case. “Any progress?”

      “Nah. How’s your hearing going?”

      “Same as every other hearing.” Except the part about seeing Laken.

      Isaac looked at the table behind Ky. “Had dinner yet? Want some steak?”

      “Sure. Let’s go, but it can’t be a late night.”

      “It won’t be. It’s being delivered in fifteen minutes,” Isaac said.

      “Sly bastard.” He handed Isaac a bottle of beer. They made their way to the balcony and looked over the railing. Ky took a long swig, then set the bottle down on the table. “Remember that New Year’s Eve party the night before I shipped out?”

      Isaac cocked his head. “Yeah, that was a long time ago.”

      Ky wasn’t sure he wanted to tell Isaac about Laken. He wanted to savor that secret himself. Then again, he and Isaac rarely kept things from each other.

      “Keep talking,” Isaac prompted.

      “Man, I see how you got your detective’s badge,” Ky ribbed. “I met a girl that night.”

      “Yeah, I remember. You bailed on us. Dark-haired, cute, curvy thing. What about her?”

      Why do I feel like I’m in grade school again?

      “I saw her again recently. Asked her out.”

      More like I blackmailed her into having dinner with me or I’d expose the secret about our one night together that she seems so eager to keep under wraps.

      Now that he thought of it, he felt like a damned creep. Maybe he’d be better off backing out.

      “And?”

      Ky shook his head. “I don’t know. Never mind. Seems pretty dumb, in retrospect.”

      The doorbell chimed.

      “Dinner,” Isaac said and headed for the door. As he opened it, he turned back and looked at Ky, an expression on his face that Ky couldn’t peg.

      “Not dinner,” Isaac said, and opened the door wider.

      Laken.

      Damn.
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      Laken stood in the doorway. A man who looked a whole lot like Ky was blocking her way. Boy, was he ever. He was as wide-shouldered as Ky, every bit as broad-chested, and he might even be an inch or two taller. He stared at her. His expression was even more unapproachable than Ky’s usual don’t-fuck-with-me look.

      The man didn’t say a word, so she did. “Hi.”

      “I know you,” he said.

      Laken flinched. Did he know that she was one of the judges? “Do you?” She kept her voice cool.

      “Yeah, you were at that party. A few years back.” He stepped aside. “The night before he shipped out.” The man gestured behind him with his thumb. “I’m Isaac. His brother.”

      Laken glanced toward the direction he’d pointed and saw Ky come into view.

      “She’s the one, right?” Isaac said to Ky.

      Laken felt a slow heat raging in her chest, rising to her neck then lighting her face on fire. He knew her from the night she’d her one-night stand with Ky.

      Does he also know what happened that night?

      Ky stepped between them. “Laken, this is my brother Isaac.”

      “Already told her that,” Isaac said.

      “He’s got a problem with his mouth. He keeps shoving his foot in it.” Ky gave his brother a dirty look. “He was just leaving.”

      “But—” Isaac started, then nodded after receiving a pointed look from Ky. He slipped around them, then out the door and down the staircase, not even waiting for the elevator.

      “How’d you know where I live?” Ky cocked his head, a smile playing on his lips that made him so very irresistible and reminded Laken of that night.

      “I needed to talk to you.”

      “Good. I’ve been wanting to talk to you too.” He took a step closer.

      Laken backed up until the doorjamb was pressed against her spine. “I wanted to talk to you about the dinner, the hearing… keeping it a secret… all that.” She really needed to find out what he planned to tell David Partlay.

      “Go on.” Ky pursed his lips, his brows drawing down in a vee.

      “About that dinner. I can’t have anyone thinking I’m not objective. I have to be impartial.”

      “Of course.” He put his hand on the small of her back and guided her in, closing the door behind her. “After the case is resolved, then—”

      Laken crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not looking for complications in my life.”

      “I’m not offering a complication.”

      You’re a walking, talking, sexy complication.

      She drew in a deep breath, ready to tell him that his very presence complicated her life and confused her thinking and made her body feel things she hadn’t felt since the last time she’d seen him—

      The doorbell rang.

      Panic struck. She stumbled away from him and around the corner of the breakfast bar, seeking cover, just in case. Who the hell could it be? What if it was the old polar bear shifter he was representing?

      He opened the door and spoke to someone there, reached into his pocket, took out some cash and handed it over, then closed the door with a takeout bag in his hands.

      “Steak?” He placed the bag on the counter and unpacked the contents. Two steaks. Two baked potatoes. “Interested?”

      “Two of them?” Her stomach grumbled at the aroma rising from the tin platters. “Oh, no. One of those was for your brother!”

      “You’re prettier. No contest.”

      The uncontrolled desire in his eyes made heat rise to her face and then drop into her midsection.

      “Medium-rare good?” He took steak knives from a wood block.

      I can’t stay for dinner. What is he thinking? “Perfect.” What am I thinking?

      Ky grabbed a couple of plates from a cupboard and reached for a baked potato. He picked the steaming, foil-wrapped vegetable up and dropped it quickly.

      “Damn.” He stuck the burnt finger in his mouth and sucked on it.

      A dozen dirty images flew through Laken’s mind, all of them from that one night, involving the things he’d done with his fingers. A blush began its inevitable rise, heating her chest and neck, making its way to her face, where it would be a dead giveaway that he was affecting her.

      Laken took a few steps toward the balcony door, looking at the view to keep him from seeing what he’d done to her. The rustling of his unpacking and setting the table came from behind her.

      “What do you like on your baked potato?”

      You. She took a deep breath and turned his way, hoping the red had regressed. “The usual. Butter, sour cream.”

      “Grab a seat.” He held a chair out for her at the breakfast bar instead of the dinner table. A part of her was relieved that they’d be eating in the more casual area, until she realized that the bar was so small, they’d be forced to sit very close to each other.

      Great. Just what my libido doesn’t need. She took her spot and pulled the stool up to the bar.

      “So, what have you been up to since the last time I saw you?”

      Ky took a bite of steak. The way he bit into the pink flesh made a slow quiver run through Laken’s body. She studied her baked potato, stabbed it with her fork, and pushed it around, almost stirring it. Surely he couldn’t make eating a baked potato look sexy?

      Injured by a land mine, lost a leg. Lost a boyfriend—okay, not much of a boyfriend, to be honest. Working for an organization that helps wartime victims—especially ones hurt by land mines.

      “Not much.” She looked up at him.

      He was still, his blue gaze focused on her face. In the depths of his eyes, a golden glow flamed.

      Her panther roared in Laken’s head. She ignored her. “What have you been up to?”

      He cocked his head, as if he was thinking what to say. Then he nodded. “I left for the Middle East the day after you… after I… after we…”

      That was the last thing she needed him to say out loud. She didn’t need that night, that one and only charmed night, to be brought up and talked about. She didn’t want the magic to dissipate the same way that everything else in her life had. “Why’d you come back?”

      He paused, the hand holding his fork hesitating midway to his lips. “Disillusioned.” He set the fork down. “A friend of mine killed an officer for making a bad call that got most of the unit killed. Including my good friend’s brother.”

      Laken didn’t know what to say to that. She’d seen more than her share of death in Africa. “You left, and now this? With the Shifter Supreme Court?”

      “Yes, and you? No mate? No baby shifters running around?”

      “No.”

      He leaned his barstool forward, balancing it on two legs, bringing that big body of his closer, eclipsing her view of anything but him. A low growl came from deep within his chest and sent a barrage of chills throughout her body. Her breath caught in her throat as his face approached. She closed her eyes, yielding to the emotions surging within her. Desire pumped through her veins, forcing parts of her to swell with the divine torture of being absent from pleasure for way too long.

      “Really? No mate?” He released the words in a whisper, his breath warm and all male, caressing her face.

      “No.” The word was a wisp in the air, torn from her oxygen-deprived lungs.

      His lips alit on hers, claiming her mouth. Her lips parted to his demands, and his tongue explored her mouth as if it were a new territory to seize. His eyes were glowing a white-gold flame. His bear and his lust were battling within him and Laken knew exactly what he was going through. Her own panther struggled to govern and override Laken’s self-control.

      “I want you,” he growled against her flesh. His hands tangled in her hair, pulling her head back. His teeth raked the flesh of her neck, sending pinpricks of longing coursing throughout her body.

      A large bulge jutted against her thigh. He took her by the hips and rocked her against his hardness. Dropping his head, he gave her neck a long, hungry lick.

      She pulled away, wanting more than anything to give in.

      “I let you go once,” he snarled. “Never again.”

      “We have a job. We have… We can’t complicate things.”

      “Does this feel complicated?” His tongue lapped at the hollow in her neck as his fingers traveled to the zipper of her pants and released it.

      It feels like heaven. It feels like everything right.

      She put her hand over his but couldn’t bring herself to stop him, even though it meant he’d know. “It feels very complicated.”

      “Your scent says you like this kind of complicated.” The words came from deep within his wide chest, a gravelly growl sent by his bear.

      Ky’s fingertips alit on her mound, then moved and tugged on her pants, pulling them down, over her prosthetic leg.
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      Ky froze, his lungs full of the scent of her desire.

      Her leg.

      It was missing.

      Both thighs were beautiful, full and wonderfully curvy, but one stopped just above the knee, where the leg was replaced with a prosthetic.

      Why wouldn’t she tell me? He’d asked her what she’d been up to. This didn’t look like ‘not much’.

      She was quiet; it seemed even her breathing had stopped and her pulse had frozen. This woman was the epitome of strength and beauty, and she was watching him for a reaction. But what kind of reaction did she want? The only reaction he’d had was a complete desire to make her his mate and bond with her right now.

      That won’t do.

      No, it wouldn’t do. It would be best to make sure that that was what she wanted as well.

      He leaned forward and kissed first one thigh, then the other. Placing an arm under her legs and one behind her, he swooped her into a carry and moved toward the couch.

      “What are you doing?” Her voice was a whisper.

      “I’m going to make love to the woman who’s been out of my life for way too damned long. That’s what.”

      His bear roared agreement.

      “You can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      With supernatural speed, accompanied by a crunching and tearing sound, she shifted into a beautiful black panther. Her prosthetic leg dropped to the floor with a thud that punctuated her shift.

      She stood there, her panther eyes dark, glaring at him, her mouth parted enough to give him a glimpse of crimson and sharp ivory. Her hind leg was missing, just above the knee joint.

      Ky’s bear growled in his head, then roared, filling Ky’s mind with a sound that reverberated and inside his skull as he shifted into his massive polar bear form.

      She remained unmoved, ethereal and yet primal in her panther form. Every bit of her was the woman he wanted, the mate he needed.

      A sound came from deep within her chest, a low chuffing that sounded mournful.

      His bear grunted and approached her, then let her lean against his bulk, their pulses keeping beat with one another. He pushed to establish a link with her, to communicate silently the way that shifters could without speaking.

      Let me in, Laken.

      He was met with silence. He was sure she had to know how to sync and communicate, and yet she wouldn’t respond.

      Knowing she could hear him, he tried once more.

      Tell me why not. Tell me why I can’t make love to the woman I want. Tell me why you deny me this.

      His bear stepped closer to the magnificent creature she was. Her mouth parted again, teeth lethal and white, tongue a deep pink. Her features were beautifully feminine on a powerful frame, neck long and slender, body muscle-bound and covered with shiny black fur.

      She released a low
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